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ASSASSINATION PANEL 

HIRED IN PROBLEMS 


Dissension That Imperils Inquiry j| 
Provides Insight Into Workings ;i 
of House and Its Staff System | 


By DAVID BURNHAM 

to Th« New York Tlm« 

WASHINGTON, March 5— The special 
House committee set up in September to 
investigate again the assassinations of 
President Kennedy and the Rev. Dr. Mar- 
tin Luther King Jr. may be abolished this ; 
month, according to many senior House 
members, and its plight, only six months 
after it was established by a vote of 280 • 
to 65, provides an insight into the work- % 
ings of Congress and the relationship be- Z 
tween its members and their staffs. 

Although some of the select commit- 
tee’s members are fighting to keep it % 
alive, senior House officials such as Rep- k 
resentative Jim Wright of Texas, the ma- 
jority leader, have become convinced that •: 
the open battle over the continued em- 
ployment of the committee's controver- ■; 
sial chief counsel, Richard A. Sprague, K 
has probably inflicted a mortal wound, k 
“The chances for the investigation t 
being continued are one in 10,“ Mr. 
Wright said after a meeting with all the ‘ 
committee's Democrats except the chair- ; 
man, Representative Henry B. Gonzalez 
of Texas. The meeting was called after 
Mr. Gonzalez submitted his resignation 
and called Mr. Sprague an “unscrupulous ; 
individual, an unconscionable scoundrel.” !■ 

Organizational Meeting Set 
Committee members have called an or- 
ganizational meeting for Monday, which I 
Mr. Gonzalez, who has been ill in Texas, C 
is not expected to attend. The Speaker I 
of the House, Thomas P. O'Neill Jr., has 
said that he does not have the power | 
to accept Mr. feonzalez's resignation and l 
that this is a matter that will have to 3 
be decided by the House. 

The probable end of the committee less I 
than six months after at was established | 
by the House 1 troubles those who believe s 
that the unanswered questions about the \ 
two assassinations demand investigation. $ 
Among the implications seen by many, j 
but certainly not all, of the experienced j 
representatives and staff members in the i 
rise and apparent fall of the committee I 
were the following: 

<IOver the years, the Senate appears 
to have been somewhat more successful 
than the House at organizing and publi- | 
cizing investigations of public questions. : 
The supporters of this theory point to : 


investigations of the drug industry by the 
late Senator Estes Kefauver, of labor 
union abuses by Senator John L. McClel- 
lan and of hunger by Senator George 
McGovern. 

^Within the House, in recent times at 
least, investigations undertaken by exist- 
ing or standing committees such as the 
House Judiciary Committee's impeach- 
ment inquiry have proved more success- 
ful than those conducted by special com- 
mittees formed to examine such matters 
as crime problem or intelligence opera- 
tions. ' -vk- '' 

^The professionalkstaffs of House com- 
mittees, in contrast with those in tfie Sen- 
ate, must play a reserved behind-the- 
scenes role if they are to survive. One 
reason for this difference is that House 
members tend to be better informed than 
senators on specific issues, because, in 
general, representatives serve : On fewer 
committees and thus can concentrate on 
fewer matters. 


Result of Senate Inquiry 

The House decision last fall to begin 
the investigation of the two deaths came 
after the Senate Intelligence Committee 
reported that information about the 
events surrounding the Kennedy assassi- 
nation had been withheld from the War- 
ren Commission and the disclosure that 
late J - Edgar Hoover, long the head 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
bore a personal hatred for Dr. King. 

The committee's first chairman was 
Representative Thomas N. Downing, an 
amiable Virginia Democrat who selected 
Mr. Sprague, a Philadelphia prosecutor, 
as the committee's chief counsel and 
director. 

No background check was made of Mr. 
Sprague, who had won wide .acclaim for 
the conviction of the murderers of Joseph 
A. Yablonski, the dissident mine union 
leader. 

On Dec. 9, Mr. Sprague won the unani- 
mous support of the committee for a $6.5 
million budget for the first year of a pro- 
posed two-year investigation. The budget, 
far larger than that of the Warren Com- 
mission staff in its original investigation, 
shocked many members of Congress. 

On Jan. l^The New York Times pub- ; 
llshed an article that cited a number of 
actions by Mr. Sprague in his years as 
a Philadelphia prosecutor that had result- 
ed in public criticism by such bodies as £ 
the Pennsylvania Supreme Court, the i 
Pennsylvania Crime Commission, the 1 
Pennsylvania Attorney General and the l 
Philadelphia Crime Commission. 

Several days later the chairman of the * 
House Judiciary Subcommittee on Civil 
and Constitutional Rights, Representative 
Don Edwards, Democrat of California, 
warned in a letter that the proposed in- 
vestigative techniques of the Assassina- 
tions Committee would be “wrong, im- I 
moral and very likely illegal.” 

An increasing number of House mem- ;; 
bers began to question the usefulness and 
propriety of the investigation. On Feb. 

3, the House leadership pushed through 
a resolution temporarily re-establishing 
the committee until March 31. 

Motives Described I 

On Feb. 11, after several unannounced 
meetings of the committee, its new chadr- 
man, Representative Gonzalez, moved to 
dismiss Mr. Sprague because he allegedly 
had refused direct orders to seek ways 
to reduce the budget to the limits set 
by Congress and had been disloyal to 
Mr. Gonzalez at staff meetings. 

With unusual unanimity, however, the 
1 1 other members of the committee 
signed a letter instructing Mr. Sprague 
to ignore the dismissal order. According 
to interviews with some committee mem- 
bers, there were at least three different 
motives behind the revolt against the 
chairman. 

Some were offended by Mr. Gonzalez's 
move because the resolution creating the 
committee had made hiring and dismissal 
a matter for all members to decide, not 
just the chairman, though such a preroga- 
tive customarily belongs to the chairman. 
Others felt that no problem or dispute, 
no matter how serious, could be allowed 
to interfere with the investigation. Final- I 
ly, there were some who apparently felt I 
closer to Mr. Sprague, the staff director, 
than they did to Mr. Gonzalez, a fellow 
member of Congress. 



